Education-demonstration for intensive grazing and forage management on highly erodible land by Peterson, Brian C. & Houck, Norvell
Leopold Center Completed Grant Reports Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture
1998
Education-demonstration for intensive grazing and
forage management on highly erodible land
Brian C. Peterson
Natural Resources Conservation Service
Norvell Houck
Southern Iowa Forage and Livestock Committee
Follow this and additional works at: http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/leopold_grantreports
Part of the Agricultural Science Commons, Agriculture Commons, Agronomy and Crop
Sciences Commons, and the Animal Sciences Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture at Iowa State University Digital Repository. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Leopold Center Completed Grant Reports by an authorized administrator of Iowa State University Digital
Repository. For more information, please contact digirep@iastate.edu.
Recommended Citation
Peterson, Brian C. and Houck, Norvell, "Education-demonstration for intensive grazing and forage management on highly erodible
land" (1998). Leopold Center Completed Grant Reports. 119.
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/leopold_grantreports/119
96-41 
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L E O P O L D C E N T E R FOR SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE 
Education-demonstration for intensive grazing
 

and forage management on highly erodible land
 

Abstract: The wise use of highly erodible marginal land is an important economic and environmental 
issue. Rotational grazing for livestock is one method of land use improvement suitable for HEL or other 
cropland that needs to be converted to pasture. Using an existing demonstration farm in Adams County, 
Iowa, various paddock arrangements and forage varieties were tested to help farmers devise appropriate 
sustainable grazing systems. 
Background 
Adams County in southwest Iowa has experi­
enced significant land use changes in the past 
25 years. With the boom in agricultural prices 
in the 1970s, row crop acres increased at high 
rates until the mid-1980s. Then many acres 
were enrolled in the Conservation Reserve 
Program (CRP) and more acres became eli­
gible as they suffered erosion from 
nonsustainable soil use practices. 
The Southern Iowa Forage and Livestock Com­
mittee (SIFLC) was created in 1991 and grew 
out of concerns of farmers and business people 
about what would happen to erodible lands 
currently enrolled in the CRP when they were 
released at the end of the contract period. The 
group’s initial mission was to demonstrate 
economically feasible and environmentally 
sound alternatives to row crop production on 
highly erodible marginal land currently en­
rolled in CRP. 
Through the efforts of the SIFLC, the Farm 
Services Agency approved a first-in-the-na-
tion project to study land currently enrolled in 
CRP. A farm near Corning, Iowa, owned by 
Juanita Cooley, was selected as the demon­
stration site because its soils were very typical 
of highly erodible marginal land found in 
southern Iowa. 
While there are many alternatives to row crop 
production, the SIFLC chose to focus on rota­
tional grazing systems for cattle. This area is 
well-suited to pastureland and grazing live­
stock, and is Iowa’s primary region for beef 
cow/calf operations. New technology was 
incorporated into the grazing systems, includ­
ing different types of fence materials, various 
watering systems, lanes placed on the contour, 
and forage improvement practices. 
Funding from the Leopold Center allowed the 
SIFLC to continue operating the demonstra­
tion farm and expand the activities to conduct 
more demonstrations of paddock systems and 
encourage diversity of forage production. 
Project objectives were to demonstrate the 
effectiveness of incorporating rotational graz­
ing systems as a sustainable agriculture prac­
tice on highly erodible marginal land and then 
transfer this information to land owners/op-
erators, business people, and conservation 
agency personnel. 
Approach and methods 
In designing this project, the SIFLC wanted to 
show that: 
•	 a well-managed rotational grazing system 
could be more profitable than row crop 
production on these marginal soils, 
•	 “stocker steers” are a viable alternative for 
producers who do not want a cow-calf 
operation, 
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• 	 maintaining a good forage cover can pro­
vide environmental benefits, 
• 	 legumes can be included and weeds con­
trolled economically in a rotational graz­
ing system, and 
• 	 forage diversity can improve the quality of 
the forage stand and make the system 
more sustainable. 
The demonstration featured three separate graz­
ing systems. Four- and 13-paddock systems
Paddock evaluation 
results collected by had cow-calf operations with two different 
Steve Barnhart and levels of grazing management intensity. The 
Brian Peterson third grazing system had 18 paddocks and 
(below) tested the use of “stocker” steers in a manage­
ment intensive grazing system. All systems 
demonstrated the use of the “New Zealand” 
style electric fence, four different water distri­
bution systems, contour lanes, and forage im­
provement practices. Records were kept on 
forage growth during the grazing season, fer­
tility, rainfall, grazing patterns of the live­
stock, labor needs of each system, cost of weed 
control, and weights of cows, calves, and steers 
during the grazing season. 
Knowing the quality of existing forages is 
important to making wise forage management 
choices. Steve Barnhart, ISU Extension, and 
Brian Peterson, NRCS, surveyed every pad-
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dock in each grazing system. They recorded There was no cost for chemicals because all 
(by percentage) the types and amounts of each control work was done with a spade. 
forage in each paddock and compiled the in­
formation for use in decision making. In 1997, the 18-paddock system had 30 hours 
of weed control, the 13-paddock system had 9 
Results and discussion 
hours, and the 4-paddock system had 5 hours. 
A total of 44.5 hours was spent on weed 
control with no costs for materials. 
Considerable record keeping was done for this 
demonstration project as organizers sought to Weed control was carried out by the herdsman 
keep their audience aware of the educational hired by SIFLC and he was paid $8.25 per 
activities and results from the project. Beef hour. In 1996, weed control costs were $449.62 
cows and calves were weighed and their con­ and in 1997, $363. Costs for both years were 
dition scored several times during the grazing considerably cheaper than the chemical con­
season to illustrate production from the sys­ trols, and probably could be further dimin­
tem. Steers were weighed prior to being turned ished by hiring someone at minimum wage 
onto grass and several times during the season ($5.15) to cut the pasture weeds. 
to measure gains through grazing. Steers were 
valued at the beginning and end of grazing to Not using herbicides makes it possible to main­
determine economic returns from the system. tain the legumes in the forage mix, offering a 
higher quality summer season forage. In addi­
Forage evaluation records were maintained to tion, if legumes comprise 35 percent of the 
monitor any change in forage composition that forage mix, they will supply adequate nitrogen 
might occur as a result of grazing manage­ for the grasses and save money on commercial 
ment, interseeding, or improvements in fertil­ nitrogen. (Nitrogen savings were not docu­
ity. While this information is important to mented in this demonstration.) 
project organizers, it is something that produc­
ers are also encouraged to keep track of for 
their own benefit. Conclusions 
The SIFLC implemented programs to encour­ Producer interest in developing sustainable 
age use of legumes in existing grass-based grazing systems is very high as shown by the 
forage to achieve a more diverse, more pro­ interest in the 1997 EQIP program in Iowa. 
ductive, higher quality forage. Often produc­ Approximately 50 percent of the EQIP funds 
ers do not include legumes because of their were to be targeted for livestock-related prac­
concern about controlling musk thistles, which tices. Planned grazing systems were identified 
are usually treated with broadcast herbicides by the NRCS State Technical Committee as a 
suitable for broadleaf weeds. The typical costs priority practice. An evaluation of the applica­
for chemically treating musk thistles is $13.00 tions and approvals for 1997 EQIP funds in 35 
per acre, or $1,586 for this 122-acre forage counties throughout southern Iowa during a 
grazing system. one-month sign-up period showed a total of 
307 producer applications for financial assis­
Data were collected to determine costs of tance to install Planned Grazing Systems or 
nonchemical weed control in the various graz­ components. Due to limited funding, only 114 
ing systems. In 1996, the 18-paddock system of the applications were approved. 
had 41.5 hours of weed control, the 13-pad-
dock system had 8.5 hours, and the 4-paddock When the project was originally established in 
system had 4 hours, for a total of 54.5 hours. 1991, new grazing system technologies were 
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the main items being demonstrated. In 1995 
and 1996, management concepts have been 
studied in addition to these technologies. The 
forage diversity project has provided produc­
ers with information on evaluating and im­
proving their forage stands. The weed man­
agement portion of the project demonstrated 
how weeds could be controlled without chemi­
cals, reducing costs and allowing legume stands 
to be maintained. 
Impact of results 
This demonstration shows that grazing sys­
tems to be feasible alternatives to row crop 
production on highly erodible marginal land. 
New fence and water system technologies 
help make the separation of marginal land 
from more productive land more feasible. 
Keeping these marginal soils in pasture mode 
reduces soil loss, which in turn can improve 
water quality. 
Weed control without herbicide use makes it 
easier for producers to maintain legumes in 
pasture forages. Inclusion of the legumes en­
hances forage quality and production. 
Heightened awareness of the value of grass­
lands and rotational grazing systems made 
producers more interested in the 1997 EQIP 
application process. Many producers applied 
for funds to establish or implement improve­
ments to their grazing systems. 
Education and outreach 
The Southern Iowa Forage and Livestock Com­
mittee holds annual field days to showcase 
livestock progress, grazing system technolo­
For more information, gies, forage management, and grazing system 
contact Brian Peterson, economics. Attendance at the 1996 Field Day 
NRCS, (515) 782-4218. was 120, and in 1997, 95 were present. 
Several open houses were held to focus on 
specific research thrusts. One held in Septem­
ber 1997 featured an interseeding demonstra­
tion where legumes were interseeded into an 
existing brome sod. Producers were required 
to interseed legumes into many of the CRP 
acres successfully rebid in 1997, so this was a 
popular presentation. Others were interested 
because they needed improve the forage ca­
pacity in their expiring CRP lands if they were 
converting these acres to pasture use. 
Agency personnel associated with the project 
have made presentations to area county 
cattlemen’s meetings in Clarke, Crawford, and 
Shelby Counties attended by 152 people. 
Information has also been made available at 
the Iowa Cattlemen’s Association Annual 
Conventions. 
Farm tours were given to individuals, groups 
of producers, vocational agriculture students, 
and Extension personnel from Iowa and other 
states. Senator Charles Grassley and an ac­
companying group toured the demonstration 
site in 1996. 
A table top display outlining the accomplish­
ments of the project was set up at the Adams 
County Fair, the SW Iowa Coalition Eco­
nomic Summit, David Dukes Field Day, and 
the Leopold Center 1997 Tenth Anniversary 
Conference. 
Agency personnel made presentations about 
the project in general, as well as specific as­
pects such as fencing, water systems, and 
forage improvement, at large professional and 
educational meetings. Among them were the 
Iowa Forage and Grassland Council meeting, 
CRP Conference in Sioux Center, Agriculture 
and the Environment Conference, SW Iowa 
Grazing Conference, MIG Symposium, CRP 
Alternatives (Mead, NE), CRP seminar in 
Creston, and a CRP Conference in Sioux City. 
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